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The Evolution of Personal Pledging
for the Freemen of Norwich, 1365-1441
Ruth H. Frost
University of British Columbia Okanagan
This paper examines the evolution of the personal pledging system used by newly
admitted freemen, or citizens, of Norwich between 1365 and 1441. It argues that
in the late fourteenth century new freemen chose their own sureties, and a large,
diverse body of men acted as their pledges. The personal pledging system changed
early in the fifteenth century, however, and from 1420 to 1441 civic office holders,
particularly the sheriffs, served as the vast majority of pledges. This alteration
to the pledging system coincided with changes to the structure and composition
of Norwich’s government, and it paralleled a decrease in opportunities for the
majority of Norwich’s freemen to participate in civic government.1

On September 14, 1365, thirteen men came before Norwich’s

assembly and swore their oaths as new freemen of the city.2 They
promised to pay entrance fees ranging from 13s. 4d. to 40s.3 One
of the men, Andrew de Hidyngham, agreed to pay his 20s. fee
immediately (statim), whereas the others all named at least one man
as a pledge to vouch for the future payment of their fines, and four
freemen named two pledges. All told twelve men agreed to stand
surety for the newly minted citizens, with four of their number acting
as pledges for two freemen apiece. This variety was typical of the
pledging groups that came before the assembly between 1365 and
1386. In contrast, when four men swore their oaths as new citizens
1 My thanks to Mr Tom Townsend, Archivist, and the staff of the Norfolk Record Office
in Norwich. I am grateful to Dr Carole Rawcliffe and Dr Ben Nilson for their helpful comments on a draft of this article. Any errors that remain are, of course, my own. An earlier
version of this article was presented as a paper at the joint RMMRA/MAP conference held
in Las Vegas, Nevada, in April 2018.
2 NRO, NCR 8d/1, m. 2; Hudson and Tingey, eds., Records of the City of Norwich, i, 264.
Hereafter cited as RCN. The printed translation does not include the entry of Thomas Bule
of Colton, which is found in the assembly roll.
3 NRO, NCR 8d/1, m. 2.
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in September 1420, the city’s two sheriffs served as pledges for
them all, and this was the norm in the years following.4 This paper
examines the evolution of the pledging system for those entering
the freedom of Norwich between 1365 and 1441. It argues that in
the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries a wide range of men
acted as sureties for new freemen, whereas from 1420 to 1441 the
sheriffs (and some mayors and treasurers) predominated as pledges.
This alteration to the pledging system coincided with changes to
the structure and composition of Norwich’s government that began
in 1404, and with the redefinition of the roles of the sheriffs in
particular. Whereas new freemen in the late fourteenth century
could choose their personal pledges and many different individuals
stood surety for new citizens, by 1420 Norwich’s new freemen had
no choice in their pledges. Pledging became an activity that was
consigned largely to office holders, and freemen’s ability to select
their pledges was almost entirely abandoned
Two recent books have investigated the creation, shape, and impact
of civic ceremonies in medieval London and in other contemporary
English cities.5 This paper examines what happened in Norwich just
before the occurrence of a key civic ceremony, the oath-taking of
new citizens. It focuses on the pledging system associated with the
admission of freemen of one of medieval England’s most important
cities.6 It analyzes the entries of 509 new citizens whose names are
recorded in the assembly rolls, which survive patchily from 1365 to
1386, 1413-14, and 1420 to 1426, and in the folio book of assembly
proceedings, which contains admissions from 1436 to 1441.7 The
records of the civic assembly provide the sole source of information
about freemen’s pledges and payment terms. The Liber Introitus
Civium, commonly called the Old Free Book, does not provide
4 Norwich gained a mayor and replaced its bailiffs with two sheriffs in 1404. See below.
5 Hanawalt, Ceremony and Civility; Liddy, Contesting the City, 25-30; 109-24.
6 Rawcliffe and Wilson, eds., Medieval Norwich; Ayers, Norwich: Archaeology of a Fine
City.
7 NCR 8d/1 through NCR 8d/10; NCR 16d/1.
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evidence about pledging, nor do the surviving treasurers’ rolls. To
date much of the research into personal pledging in late medieval
England has focused on pledges offered in manorial courts and
villages,8 and on pledges for lawsuits, court appearances, and the
negotiation of credit and debts within towns and cities.9 This paper
differs from these previous approaches in that it focuses on a single,
specific type of personal pledging. Whereas people stood as pledges
for a range of reasons in courts and in other contexts, the sureties in
this study served only one purpose: to guarantee that the entrance
fines of new Norwich freemen would be paid.10
The freedom of Norwich was established by the late twelfth century,11
and new freemen called upon pledges at least by the early fourteenth
century. Between 1306 and 1311 the “Laws and Customs” contained
in the Book of Customs described the procedure involved in
becoming a freeman, a process overseen by the city’s government.12
By the fourteenth century Norwich was governed by four bailiffs
elected each year, and they in turn were advised by a council of
twenty-four that was chosen yearly by the commonalty of citizens.13
As Christian Liddy notes, the bailiffs and twenty-four were joined
8 For some investigations into personal pledging, see Pimsler, “Solidarity”; Postles, “Personal Pledging”; Razi, “Family, Land, and the Village Community,” 8, 11-12; Bennett,
“Public Power,” esp. 25, 26. Capital pledges differed from personal pledges. By 1300 a
capital pledge in Norwich was no longer expected to provide surety for a person in his
tithing; Sagui, “Capital Pledges,” 111. Personal pledging contrasts with the use of movable
property as a pledge. For an example, see Reddaway and Walker, Goldsmiths’ Company,
192.
9 Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 208-209; Kermode, “Money and Credit,” 492-93; Goddard, Credit and Trade, 55-57.
10 Olson, A Chronicle of All That Happens, 54; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209.
11 Charter of Richard I (1194) in RCN, i, 12. For a discussion of changes to Norwich’s
government from the 1100s to 1300, see RCN, i, xviii - xxxviii.
12 Book of Customs, NRO, NCR, 17b/1. In the mid-fifteenth century the fifty-six chapters of the laws and customs were copied into the Book of Pleas (NRO, NCR, 17b/5, fols.
89-97d). Volume 1 of RCN contains a transcript of the version found in the Book of Pleas,
alongside Hudson’s English translation; RCN, i, xxxiii, xxxix; RCN, i, 132-99. Ch. 36 deals
with the admissions of citizens; RCN, i, 178-80.
13 Liddy, Contesting the City, 28.
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in the “‘common assembly’ (communis congregatio)” by “others
of the community (et aliis de communitate presentibus).”14 These
“others” were citizens. Freemen were not expected to be present at
all assemblies, but in the fourteenth century the commons, or those
citizens who were not part of the elite of bailiffs and twenty-four,
had a right to attend and participate in congregations as a perquisite
of citizenship.15 In addition, freemen could vote in municipal and
parliamentary elections, and they enjoyed privileges that included
exemptions from lastage and tolls throughout the ports and towns
of England.16 They also assumed various responsibilities associated
with citizenship, including paying taxes and holding civic offices if
elected.17 Only freemen ranked as citizens or burgesses of Norwich.18
In theory, both men and women could gain the freedom there, but in
practice only two women are known to have become free between
1365 and 1441.19 In the late fourteenth century Norwich had a
population of about 8,000 people, and roughly 12.3% of its residents
are estimated to have been freemen.20 Most inhabitants thus did not
14 Liddy, Contesting the City, 28; RCN, i, lv. The assembly was also referred to as the “‘assembly of the community of the city’ (congregatio communitatis ciuitatis)”; Liddy, 28.
15 Maddern, “Order and Disorder,” 192.
16 Charter of Richard I (1194), in RCN, i, 12-14.
17 Dunn, “Trade,” 231; Frost, “Urban Elite,” 236.
18 Norwich mostly employed the terms ciues (or cives) or “citeƷens” (or “citeƷeyns”),
but sometimes “burgeyses” or “freman” is used. For an example of ciues see Richard I’s
charter of 1194 (RCN, i, 12); for “citeƷens” see the oath of citizens (RCN, i, 129); for
“citeƷeyns” see the Composition of 1415 (RCN, i, 94); and for “freman” and “burgeyses”
see the same (RCN, i, 106 and 107).
19 Isabella Weston and Petronilla de Bokenham became free in the 1360s; NRO, NCR,
8d/1, m. 4 (Weston) and m. 7 (de Bokenham); RCN, i, 265 (Weston). As most citizens
were men, masculine pronouns are used throughout this study. In York, women comprised
“about 1 per cent” of all registered admissions between 1272 and 1500; Goldberg, “Female
Labour, Service and Marriage,” 32.
20 Dunn, “After the Black Death,” 88. In comparison, the burgesses of Wells (population
around 1,800 in 1377) comprised about 12.8% of the total population, whereas the citizens
of Exeter (population of just over 3,000 in 1377) equalled only 4% of its total population;
Shaw, Creation of a Community, 142; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 88, 96.
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enjoy the benefits or bear the burdens associated with citizenship.21
Some residents engaged in trade or took apprentices despite not
being free. As long as they paid fines as a type of licensing for doing
so, however, the city government did not object too strenuously to
their activities.22
The process of becoming a freeman of Norwich was similar to that
elsewhere in medieval England: people became free by apprenticeship
to a Norwich citizen, by redemption (purchase), or by patrimony.23 It
was also possible to gain the freedom by gift, service, or patronage,
but this rarely occurred between 1365 and 1386.24 Men who entered
the freedom by apprenticeship or by redemption were required to
come before the assembly to swear their oaths of citizenship, as were
men whose entrance fees were waived because of gift, patronage
or other reasons. Entrants by patrimony - those who gained the
freedom because their fathers had been Norwich citizens when they
were born - did not have to come before the assembly, however,
nor did they have to pay an entrance fee.25 Before being accepted as
freemen, all but the entrants by patrimony had to be vetted before
at least twelve men with authority to examine them “concerning the
quantity of their goods secretly.”26
Once the candidates passed muster and were approved for admission,
21 Liddy, Contesting the City, 22.
22 RCN, i, 382, 384-385; Dunn, “Trade,” 233.
23 Barrie Dobson refers to the “classic tripartite division of patrimonies, apprenticeships,
and (apparently) redemptions”; Dobson, “Admissions to the Freedom,” 19.
24 Maryanne Kowaleski distinguished between “patronage, patrimony, fine, gift, service,
and apprenticeship” in her analysis of the freedom of medieval Exeter; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 96-97. This study uses ‘redemption’ rather than ‘fine,’ and counts entries with
waived fines (those of gift and service) under ‘redemption.’
25 Several citizens’ sons did come before the assembly and swear their oaths, perhaps
because their right to citizenship had been challenged in some way. See below for a discussion.
26 “de quantitate bonorum suorum secrete”: RCN, i, 179. In Wells candidates for free
admissions were vetted before 1425, but not after that year; Shaw, Creation of a Community, 149.
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they took their oaths publicly before the assembly. The Book of
Customs implies that new entrants usually had pledges:
27

And let the names of those 12 at any entry be enrolled and the name of
the entrant in a Roll indented and duplicated and the fine of the entrant
and his pledges and the term of his payment and the year and day and the
name of the sworn clerk, who shall have one roll in his possession and
the other shall remain in the common chest.28

The civic authorities in Norwich were not alone in requiring most
freemen to have pledges; they were also necessary for candidates in
Nottingham and Wells, for example.29 The Book of Customs notes
that a foreigner who had not been an apprentice in Norwich was
to pay a minimum of 20s. for his entrance fee. A candidate who
had been an apprentice and who had the support of his master and
neighborhood was to pay at least one mark (13s. 4d.).30 Although the
Book of Customs does not provide further details, the assembly rolls
show that payment of the fees was divided into two, with half going
to the community (or civic) coffers, and half to the bailiffs for the
payment of the fee farm. These contributions were not due on the
same day. Between 1365 and 1378 most freemen chose when they
made their payments: only a handful left it to the discretion of the
bailiffs or commonalty to decide the due dates.31 As a result months
could elapse before payments were due. The weaver John Lynes, for
example, became free in October 1366, but he did not have to pay the
27 RCN, i, 129: “The charge of them that ben made CiteƷens.” For a discussion of oathtaking as a “form of insurance on behalf of the co-opting group,” see Lee, “Oath-taking
and Oath-breaking,” 31.
28 RCN, i, 179-80. The Book of Customs also indicates that entrants should be received
four times a year, but by the later 14th century new citizens came before the assembly more
frequently. For an example, see the entries in the Old Free Book for 49 Edward III: NRO,
NCR, 17c/1, fol. 35v.
29 Shaw, Necessary Conjunctions, 97; and for a Nottingham example from 1378-9, see
Records of the Borough of Nottingham, ii, 302 – 305.
30 RCN, i, 179. The original phrase is “habeat testimonium de domino suo et visneto illius.” Hudson translates it as “good testimony from his master and his venue,” but “neighborhood” is a better translation than “venue.”
31 For example, Thomas de Taterford left both payments up to the discretion (ad voluntatem) of the bailiffs and communitatis; NRO, NCR, 8d/1, m. 7d..
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communitatis until April 1367, and he did not owe anything to the
bailiffs until June 1367.32 On 9 April 1378, however, admission fines
were doubled to 40s. for foreigners and 26s. 8d. for apprentices.33
Payment flexibility was reduced around the same time: new citizens
had to pay the commonalty within a month of becoming free and
the bailiffs soon thereafter.34 These increased fines and restricted
terms helped fund the city’s ambitious acquisition of property in the
market and of two common quays on the river Wensum.35
The assembly rolls that survive between 1365 and 1386 contain
legible freedom information for 324 people – 322 men and two
women.36 Of these, the majority – 248 people or 76.5% – named
two pledges to support their entry.37 Thirty-eight men relied on only
one pledge, whereas nine named three pledges. Only 29 people, or
9%, named no pledge at all. Two of them became free by patrimony
and thus owed no fines, and three had their fees waived, apparently
because they were sergeants.38 The majority of the remaining men
owed fees ranging from 13s. 4d. to 40s., and most of them paid their
fees immediately upon entry.39 During the fourteenth century a new
freeman answered to his pledges if he was late or negligent in paying
32 NRO, NCR, 8d/1, m. 5d.
33 NRO, NCR, 17b/1, fol. 25. This reference and date comes from the description found
within the Norfolk Record Office online catalogue (nrocat.norfolk.gov.uk). The assembly
rolls indicate that the fees remained at this increased level through 1426: NRO, NCR,
8d/10. By the 1430s they had reverted to 13s 4d and 20s: NRO, NCR, 16d/1, fol. 8r.
34 NRO, NCR, 8d/5 is the last roll that lists the dates and terms of payments.
35 Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 101-104. For some of the financial pressures on the city in
the 1370s, see Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 105.
36 There are at least two entries where specific fees can be deciphered, but pledging information is very difficult to read. These entries have not been counted in the tally. Because
so many rolls are missing, the figure from the rolls does not correspond to the 553 freemen
found within the Old Free Book between 1365 and 1386.
37 No one named three pledges after 1380.
38 NRO, NCR, 8d/5d.
39 The payment terms for a few of the remaining individuals are missing or obscured. Five
men agreed to specific payment dates yet had no pledges. It is possible that the clerk failed
to record their pledges in the rolls.
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his fees. The men who served as sureties were ultimately responsible
for the payment if new citizens did not meet their obligations. By
employing pledging as “a type of insurance that potentially reduced
enforcement costs,” 40 the government of Norwich reduced the
likelihood of defaults and delays that would hurt city coffers and
could hinder the payment of the fee farm.
Financial concerns thus prompted the creation of the personal
pledging system for freemen in Norwich. Alice Stopford Green
argues that a candidate for admission in an English town or city had
“to find two or more good men as pledges that he would ‘observe all
the laws.’”41 In Norwich, however, a man’s pledges came before the
assembly not to attest to the candidate’s character or vouch that he
would obey the laws, but rather to guarantee that he would pay his
entrance fine. This is why the aforementioned Andrew Hidyngham,
as well as others who paid their fees immediately upon entry, did
not have to find sureties, and why freemen by patrimony, who
paid no fees, did not provide pledges.42 On the face of things, the
expectation that new freemen would have pledges seems redundant,
given that prospective candidates had already been examined for the
“quantity of their goods.”43 Nevertheless, financial prudence took
precedence over blind trust, and by their presence at a freeman’s
oath-taking the pledges publicly attested that they would ensure
that the entrance fees would be paid. As with their counterparts in
Wells, new freemen in Norwich may have felt social pressure to
pay their fines in a timely fashion. After all, as David Gary Shaw
observes, the pledging link “was personal and established the new
man’s first obligation within the community” as a freeman.44 Not all
freemen met these expectations, however, and an example survives
of one who failed to honour his financial commitments. In April
40 Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209.
41 Green, Town Life, i, 178.
42 NRO, NCR, 8d/1, m. 2.
43 RCN, i, 179.
44 Shaw, Necessary Conjunctions, 97.
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1439 the mercer Richard Ayfeld came before the congregation and
renounced his freedom. Gregory Draper had been a sheriff and acted
as Ayfeld’s pledge when the mercer swore his oath of citizenship
about ten years before, and Ayfeld still owed Draper money for
the fee a decade later.45 We only know about the case because of
a chance entry in the assembly proceedings. It is likely that other
new freemen occasionally defaulted on or delayed their payments,
and that other pledges had to pay out of their own pockets or suffer
another penalty.46 As the freemen had been vetted to ensure that they
possessed sufficient means, and as most of them probably saw the
benefits of having a “good reputation,” widespread defaults seem
unlikely.47 Ayfeld’s very public and potentially humiliating release
from the freedom is certainly atypical.
Between 1365 and 1386, at least 186 men served as pledges for
the 295 new citizens who required them.48 (Only males served as
pledges, but the absence of female sureties was not confined to
Norwich; they are absent from most manorial records, too.49) The
Old Free Book is of limited help in identifying which pledges were
freemen because it does not provide admission records for most of
the 1350s and some of the 1360s.50 In addition, entries by patrimony
rarely appear in the freedom register prior to 1451. According to the
Old Free Book 697 persons became free during those years between
45 NRO, NCR, 16d/1, fol. 10r. The treasurers’ roll for 7-8 Henry VI (1428-29) shows that
Ayfeld had agreed to pay 20s. for his entrance, and he still owed Draper most of the money
about a decade after his entry; NRO, NCR, 7a/41; Hawes, Index, 54 (Draper).
46 This happened in Brigstock when defaults occurred; Bennett, “Public Power,” 25.
47 Goddard, “Medieval Business Networks,” 16. For other examples of the importance of
reputation, see Davis, Medieval Market Morality, 205-7; Hanawalt, “The Limits of Community Tolerance,” 14; and Hanawalt, “Rituals of Inclusion and Exclusion,” 31.
48 A few pledges may have shared the same names, and about 20 pledges’ names are
incomplete or obscured. The surnames of some individuals may also have changed. The
names of some Norwich capital pledges altered “from a locative surname to a (sic) occupational one,” for example; Sagui, “Capital Pledges,” 105.
49 The manor of Brigstock was an exception, with 46 women, mostly widows, identified
among “thousands of pledges”; Bennett, “Public Power,” 25.
50 Dunn, “After the Black Death,” 75.
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1365 and 1441 for which assembly rolls and proceedings survive.51
Only five of them, or less than 1% of the total, entered by patrimony.52
In comparison, between 1467 and 1491, when admissions per patres
were more reliably recorded in the Old Free Book but when this type
of admission was still under-reported, 11.3% of all entrants entered
by patrimony.53 A comparison between the Old Free Book and the
surviving assembly records for 1365 to 1441 suggests that only those
men who took the unusual step of proving their patrimony before
the assembly made it into the freedom register.54 Common clerks
may have separately recorded patrimony entries but never copied
this information into the Old Free Book. It is also possible, however,
that no written record of admissions by patrimony was created prior
to 1451 because people collectively recognized the sons of citizens,
and even remembered births and whether their fathers had been
free at the time. In her study of enrolled deeds from 1377 to 1399
Penny Dunn found that 47% of the people identified in the deeds
as Norwich citizens could not be found in the Old Free Book.55 We
know that some of the pledges who do not appear in the register
were freemen because they served as bailiffs or held other civic
positions open only to citizens. For example, William Asger was
bailiff in both 1363 and 1379, and he acted as pledge for over thirty
new freemen between 1365 and 1386. Asger was clearly a citizen,
yet the Old Free Book does not provide any information about his
51 This figure includes all the Old Free Book entries for years with surviving assembly
records. As some of the assembly rolls are incomplete, however, not all of the entries in the
Old Free Book are to be found in them.
52 Prior to 1397 the register of freedoms for York under-reported entries by patrimony,
too; Dobson, “Admissions to the Freedom,” 8.
53 This figure comes from a current research project of mine. While admissions by patrimony appear more frequently in the Old Free Book after 1451, they continue to be underreported. For example, John Pynchamor, alderman from 1488-99, is not found in the Old
Free Book, yet he must have been a citizen; Hawes, Index, 125 (Pynchamor).
54 At least four of the five men appeared before the assembly. The Old Free Book lists
the entry for the fifth, Geoffrey atte Stile, under 16-18 Henry VI, noting that he became a
citizen in 13 Henry IV; NRO, NCR, 17c/1, fol. 49r. No assembly roll survives for Henry
IV’s reign, but atte Stile does not appear in the assembly proceedings for 16-18 Henry VI.
55 Dunn, “After the Black Death,” 80.
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entry. Similarly, Stephen Silvester, a bailiff in 1370 and again in
1382, served as pledge for at least five men between 1366 and 1382
but is not mentioned in the Old Free Book either.56 Like Asger and
Silvester, other pledges were omitted from its pages because they
entered the freedom by patrimony or were admitted prior to 1365.
Despite its limitations, the Old Free Book does note the admissions of
many pledges. An analysis of the admission dates for those sureties
with identifiable freedoms suggests that men acted as pledges at
almost any point during their careers. In this they resembled sureties
on the manor of Brigstock, Northamptonshire, where youths
as well as adults performed this service.57 At least fifty-five men
appear as pledges for Norwich freemen admitted in 1385-86, and
the admission dates for 28 of them can be identified.58 Five became
free between 1343 and 1353, eleven gained the freedom between
1365 and 1372, and twelve between 1376 and 1385. One of these
men volunteered as a pledge just a year after he became free. An
analysis of the pledge group for 1366-67 reveals a similar breadth of
freedom dates. One pledge, Henry Mirygo, was not a freeman when
he served, however, becoming free only a year later.59 Likewise,
in 1384-85 William Warner offered sureties for Clement Parmine
before Warner was himself a citizen.60 Men who were not Norwich
freemen evidently proved acceptable as pledges (perhaps if they
were sufficiently affluent), but because of the gaps and silences in
the Old Free Book it is uncertain how often this occurred.
Just as lacunae in the Old Free Book make it impossible to
determine how many pledges were Norwich citizens, so gaps in the
assembly rolls mean that we know only some of the men who served
56 Le Strange, Norfolk Official Lists, 96 and 97.
57 Bennett, “Public Power,” 26.
58 NRO, NCR, 8d/8. The names of several pledges are obscured or incomplete.
59 NRO, NCR, 8d/1, m. 6 (Richard Storm), and m. 9 (Mirygo). The entry for his oathtaking notes that Mirygo was ‘de Erlham,’ or Earlham, a village in the western suburbs of
Norwich.
60 NRO, NCR, 8d/7 (Pamine) and NRO, NCR, 8d/8 (Warner).
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as members of the aforementioned council of 24, or as electors of
the bailiffs, or in other lesser official roles during the second half
of the fourteenth century.61 Only the bailiffs can all be identified.
The assembly records of 1365-66, however, provide the names of
most office holders for that year. All told, forty-eight men occupied
at least one civic position, excluding the four current bailiffs.62
Significantly, 30 of them, or 62.5%, served as a surety for a new
freeman at least once between 1365 and 1386. Twenty-two of the
48 office holders (46%) had been, or would become, bailiffs, and
of these 22 men, only two are not found amongst the pledges in the
surviving assembly rolls. In contrast, of the 26 officials in 1365-1366
who never served as bailiffs during their careers, sixteen, or 61.5%,
do not appear as pledges between 1365 and 1386. The remaining ten
were called upon as sureties at least once.
The following table analyzes the number of times that men appear
as pledges in the extant assembly rolls for 1365 through 1386.
Table: Freemen’s pledges, 1365 through 1386
Times the person is a
pledge
1
2
3
4 to 8
9 to 12
13 to 16
17 to 21
22 to 33
34

Men in this
category
98
29
21
29
4
0
4
0
1
Total: 186 men

Percentage of total pledges
52.7%
15.6%
11.4%
15.6%
2.1%
0%
2.1%
0%
.5%

As the above table shows, the majority of the pledges (52.7%) are
named only once in the surviving assembly rolls for 1365 to 1386,
while 27% appear just two or three times.63 About 20% of the entire
61 For the treasurers, who are known for most but not all years, see Grace, “Chamberlains
and Treasurers,” 194-97.
62 This figure also omits the four bailiffs elected in September 1366 for the following
year.
63 It is of course likely that many individuals would appear more often if a complete run
of assembly rolls had survived.
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pledging body served four or more times as pledges.
John de Eggefeld, one of the eight collectors of payments such
as tallages in 1365-66, was in the group of men who pledged five
times.64 He was unusual amongst this group because he never became
a bailiff. In general, the more often one appeared as a pledge, the
more likely one was to occupy this important post. Only seven of
the 98 men (7.1%) who served once as a pledge were ever bailiffs,
and just 11 (37.9%) of the 29 men who pledged twice ever held the
post. In contrast, the majority (69%) of the individuals who pledged
four to eight times were elected bailiff at some point during their
career.65 Not surprisingly, all but one of the twelve citizens (92%)
who stood surety for nine or more freemen served at least one term
as bailiff. Yet, despite the prominence of former, current, or future
bailiffs, several active pledges never held office as bailiff or even as
treasurer. Two examples are Nicholas de Betele and Giles Albert,
who acted as sureties nine and seven times respectively. They were
anomalies, however: the vast majority of frequent pledges held the
most prestigious civic office at least once in their lives.
Why did past, present, and future bailiffs dominate the pledging
group from 1365 to 1386? Current or former bailiffs were visible
and recognizable, and most were also financially comfortable.
New freemen probably asked them to be pledges in part because
of their clout and affluence. Penelope Dunn describes the bailiffs
Thomas Hert, Hugh Holland, Henry and William Lomynour, and
Ralph Skeet, for example, as the “wealthiest late fourteenth-century
merchants” in Norwich.66 All five men were active as pledges. Some
members of the elite were probably chosen because new freemen
recognized that they had the means and willingness to serve multiple
times simultaneously. Around the same time that the admissions fees
64 RCN, i, 264. For collectors, see Ch. 47 of the Book of Customs in RCN, i, 194-95.
65 Four of the remaining nine men served as treasurer but not bailiff.
66 Dunn, “Trade,” 227, and 392, n. 107. Dunn also includes John Worlyk on the list. Worlyk became free in October, 1381, and does not appear as a pledge before the assembly rolls
end. Active as a bailiff in the 1390s, he may have been a pledge after 1386.
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rose and payment terms became less flexible and more pressing, the
ruling elite sought to increase official control over trade. The civic
authorities pressured residents to enter the freedom or to pay fines
if they were conducting business without benefit of the franchise.67
In 1379-80 a large group of 95 people took the first option, 68 and
demand for pledges soared, particularly because the new entrants
had to agree to pay at least half their fines within a month. While
many people served as sureties over the year, and some acted
multiple times, one man predominated: William Asger, a current
bailiff, was a pledge for at least 18 men in 1379-80.69 It was not
incumbent for him to do this as a bailiff, and his motivations are
hidden from us. If any emoluments or other rewards were quietly
offered to him by the new freemen, they remain unknown.70 Asger
may have stepped forward simply to fill a need, and incoming
freemen may have spread the word that it was worth approaching
such a prominent figure for support. Another frequent pledge, the
merchant Thomas Spynk, stood surety for twelve of the entrants
recorded in 1381-82. Spynk, likewise a bailiff at the time, had been
one of the sixteen commissioners appointed as “supervisors of the
community” in 1378.71 He was active in other ways, as well: between
1370 and 1399 he appeared a hefty 215 times, often as a trustee, in
the city’s enrolled deeds.72 In his investigation of the manor of Elton,
67 Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 111.
68 Dunn, “After the Black Death,” 73, citing A. King, “The Merchant Class and Borough
Finances in Later Medieval Norwich” (Ph.D. thesis, Oxford, 1989), Table 3.1.
69 The assembly roll for that year is incomplete, and as a result many of the admissions
are missing.
70 Asger was not always so popular. In 1371 he and six other prominent men fled the city
“for fear of their lives”; Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 112.
71 Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 106.
72 All of the sixteen commissioners are named in the enrolled deeds, and all of them acted
at least once as a pledge for freemen, as well. After Asger, Nicholas de Blakeney appeared
the most frequently in the deeds, showing up 132 times. He served as a pledge for at least
eight new freemen over the course of his career. For Asger, de Blakeney, and the others, see
Dunn, “Financial Reform,” 107.
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Huntingdonshire, Martin Pimsler suggests that “village officials and
other relatively wealthy people” sometimes received fees to serve
as pledges, usually for people who were too poor to find sureties
of their own.73 Maryanne Kowaleski observes that in Exeter some
people “undoubtedly had to pay for pledging services, thus making
broken pledging contracts subject to litigation concerning both debt
and covenant.”74 The pledging highlighted by Martin Pimsler and
Maryanne Kowaleski occurred for a range of reasons. In contrast,
however, the Norwich pledges under consideration here acted solely
on behalf of new freemen. As the entrants were supposed to have
sufficient means to qualify for admission, it seems unlikely that they
recompensed their sureties in any but exceptional circumstances.75
Although all but a few of the most frequent pledges were of similar
status to Asger and Spynk, and served as some point as bailiffs, the
majority of pledges were not leading citizens. Nevertheless, they
still chose to act as sureties. A complex mix of motives probably
prompted them to volunteer. Some may have pledged out of a
sense of civic duty, or derived satisfaction from being asked – or
agreed for a combination of these reasons. Freemen who served as
pledges may have wanted to show solidarity with, and support for,
neophyte citizens. In doing so, they helped to create emotional as
well as financial bonds, while increasing their own social capital.
Just as new freemen may have benefitted from the kudos of having
an elite pledge such as William Asger, so some pledges who hoped
to climb the cursus honorum or expand their business opportunities
in the future may have served as sureties in order to widen their
own networks.76 Recipients of pledging support could offer what
Kowaleski terms “reciprocal favors” instead of money.77 Successful
73 Pimsler, “Solidarity,” 11.
74 Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209.
75 Kowaleski notes the “development of professional pledgers and brokers”; Medieval
Exeter, 209.
76 Bennett, “Public Power,” 27.
77 Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209.
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pledging relationships between new and existing freemen may have
borne fruit later when men sought election to a particular position,
or shared responsibilities that came with active participation in civic
affairs. Personal pledging on behalf of new Norwich freemen may
have strengthened existing bonds between people who were related
to one another by blood or marriage, who were neighbors or fellow
parishioners within the city, or who were ‘foreigners’ with shared
associations in another town or village.78
Most links between new citizens and their pledges are destined
to remain unknown. It is likely that occupational connections
were common, but they can be hard to identify in part because the
Old Free Book does not consistently record occupations until the
1420s.79 Some examples of these links can, none the less, be readily
located. The tailor Peter Stodeye stood surety for the tailor Thomas
Dowsyng, for instance, and the butcher Thomas de Merton acted
as pledge for fellow butcher Henry Austin.80 While many former
masters probably pledged for their apprentices, these relationships
are elusive, as information about apprenticeships is not provided
in the Old Free Book or the assembly proceedings before 1452.81
Two unusually descriptive entries from 1414, however, provide
examples of household links. Henry Smyth is described as the
servant of Thomas Cok, and William Knapton is identified as the
former servant of John Cambrigg. Both masters acted as sureties for
their employees, Cok as the sole pledge for Smyth, and Cambrigg as
one of Knapton’s two pledges.82 It is likely that other freemen also
78 For links between pledges in Exeter, see Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209. A Chester
merchant who owned property in Ireland served as a pledge for the Irishman William Preston when he entered the freedom of Chester; Laughton, “Mapping the Migrants,” 177.
79 NRO, NCR, 17c/1, fol. 43r, entries for 3 Henry V. An analysis of deeds, wills, and other
documents would reveal more ties, but lies beyond the scope of this paper.
80 NRO, NCR, 8d/7 (Dowsyng and Stodeye) and NRO, NCR, 8d/8d (Austin and Merton).
81 A few men are described as apprentices in assembly entries for the 1430s, but their
masters are not named.
82 NRO, NCR, 8d/9, entry for 9 February 1 Henry V (1414). For both entries the abbreviation s’ is used to denote servant. It often appears in the Norwich leet rolls, as well.
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enlisted the support of their employers or former masters, but the
assembly records are silent on the subject.

The assembly rolls from 1365 through 1386 reveal that a wide and
varied group of men served as personal pledges for new freemen
during those years. The candidates for admission chose their own
pledges, and office holders did not automatically act as sureties as
part of their formal duties. Nevertheless, the majority of men who
appear as pledges four or more times were also elected bailiff at
least once and were prominent figures in Norwich. Judith Bennett
observes that the “political ramifications of pledging are best
illustrated by the fact that the people who most actively served
as pledges” within medieval English villages were “among the
wealthiest and most influential members of the community.”83 This
was true in a city as large as Norwich, too. The most active pledges
were the very individuals who had, or came to develop, a firm grasp
on political power within the city, and the pledging system itself
supported the group of men from which Norwich’s future leaders
and office holders would emerge.
Because of gaps in the evidence, nothing is known of freemen’s
pledges between 7 September 1386 and 19 October 1413. Between
20 October 1413, when the next surviving roll begins, and 1 May
1414, when it ends, nine men entered the franchise, and between
them they had twelve pledges.84 All but one surety was active in
civic government in or around 1414.85 Between 1386 and 1413 some
significant changes occurred in Norwich’s governance.86 Early in
1404, the city was incorporated as a separate county and was granted
the right to have a mayor. In addition, as a result of the same royal
charter, two sheriffs replaced the four bailiffs and became responsible
83 Bennett, “Public Power,” 25.
84 NRO, NCR, 8d/9. The pledge for the spicer Robert Coutessale cannot be identified (per
pleg’ apprentic’ Steph’ Boole); NCR, 8d/9d.
85 Both sheriffs, one treasurer, the mayor, and six members of the 80 for that year served
as pledges; RCN, i, 275-76, and Grace, “Chamberlains and Treasurers,” 196.
86 Frost, “Urban Elite,” 236-38.
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for paying the fee farm to the king. As their predecessors had in
the fourteenth century, in the early fifteenth century twenty-four
men continued to be elected yearly to provide advice and to sit
in the assembly. Later in 1404, the assembly passed a resolution
establishing “a body of 80 citizens to sit at all common assemblies
by themselves.”88 Further refinements followed, and in February
1414, the assembly “ordained that for every common assembly
the Mayor Sheriffs, the Twenty Four, Coroners, Supervisors,
Treasurers, Clavers, all kinds of Constables and 80 of the more
sufficient persons of the Commonalty appointed from the said leets”
were henceforward the only men allowed to be present.89 Although
over a hundred individuals were expected to attend these general
assemblies because of their positions, the rest of the citizens – the
vast majority - no longer had the right to do so. David Gary Shaw
suggests that once a town achieved county status, changes often
occurred: “The more lordly authority and corporate independence
a town had achieved the more pure power was invested in its elite,
the less that elite needed the active consent, as opposed to simple
acquiescence, of the larger body of townspeople.”90 In Norwich, a
rapidly diminishing reliance on the “active consent” of the wider
87

87 See Henry IV’s charter of 28 January 1403/4 and Hudson’s translation, RCN, i, 31-36.
For a discussion of its implications see RCN, i, lx-lxviii. The Charter notes that the mayor,
sheriffs, citizens and commonalty “shall enjoy & use all the franchises which and as the
Bailiffs Citizens and Commonalty had and exercised before the change of name”; RCN,
i, 33. For discussions of how the ‘citizens’ differed from the ‘commonalty’, see RCN, i,
lxi-lxiv; McRee, “Peacemaking,” 836. In their oath, the sheriffs swore to uphold their responsibility for paying the fee farm; RCN, i, 126.
88 RCN, i, lxii. William Hudson attributes this information to the Norfolk antiquary Francis Blomefield (d. 1752), speculating that he had access to an assembly roll that subsequently went missing; RCN, i, lxii. The resolution also specified the procedure for electing
the sheriffs, but this changed in 1413-14; see RCN, i, lxii; McRee, “Peacemaking,” 848 n.
4, and 849 n. 1.
89 RCN, i, 275. Clavers held the keys to the City Chest, which stored the Common Seal;
RCN, i, 261 n. 4.
90 Shaw, “Social Networks,” 221-22.
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commonalty of citizens can certainly be detected after the city
became a county in 1404.91
In 1415, the structure of Norwich’s government was again modified,
this time in response to disputes between the commons and elite
of Norwich over the thorny issue of participation. Promulgated
by Sir Thomas Erpingham, the Composition of 1415 “specified in
extraordinary detail the steps for selecting all local officials, from
the mayor at one end of the civic hierarchy to the local keeper of
dikes at the other.”92 The Composition split the responsibility for
most elections “between the commons and the elite.”93 In addition,
it established that the twenty-four “Concitezeyns,” known as
aldermen by 1417, would be elected for life unless “cause resonable”
prompted their removal. The common council was simultaneously
reduced from eighty to sixty.94 The Composition also articulated
some new expectations about freemen, particularly foreigners and
apprentices.95 Whereas the fourteenth-century Book of Customs
called for twelve individuals “assigned for that purpose by the whole
community every year” to be present at the examination and oathtaking of freemen, the Composition decreed that “vj men shal be
chosen for to be of counseill wit ye Chamberleyns in resceyvynge
of burgeyses.”96 The Composition likewise designated specific
responsibilities that the sheriffs had vis-à-vis these new citizens,
requiring that “þo men yat thus shul be resceyued shal make gree
91 In 1378 the elite successfully petitioned the king “that the four bailiffs and twenty-four
citizens elected each year might have the power to make and establish such ordinances and
remedies for the good government of the town”- without involving the commonalty; Dunn,
“Financial Reform,” 111. They did not, however, act upon this privilege, which remained
hidden from the commonalty until 1414, when it became a flashpoint for discontent; Dunn,
“Financial Reform,” 113.
92 McRee, “Peacemaking,” 851.
93 McRee, “Peacemaking,” 851-52.
94 RCN, i, 97-98. The Composition broadened the method of election for the 60, however,
by establishing that “alle ye enfraunchised men housholders” of each ward would elect the
common councillors for that ward; RCN, i, 99.
95 RCN, i, 105-107.
96 RCN, i, 179 (Book of Customs); 107 (Composition).
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wit ye Shireves as þey may acorde.”97 Along with the expectation
that they would “make gree,” or reach an agreement, with these new
citizens, the sheriffs henceforward assumed the responsibility of
acting as freemen’s pledges. No assembly rolls survive from May
1414 until September 1420, but when the rolls resume in 1420 they
reveal that the sheriffs were the sole pledges for the freemen who
gained admittance between 1420 and 1426.98 No variety whatsoever
existed among the pledges. By 1420, new citizens no longer selected
their own sureties, and freemen thereby lost an opportunity to expand
their own social networks as they saw fit.
During the 1430s and early 1440s, Norwich office-holders continued
to predominate amongst the pledges, but this activity was no longer
the sole responsibility of the sheriffs. Mayors and, less frequently,
treasurers, also acted as sureties for new freemen. The surviving
assembly proceedings from 1438 to 1441 record the admissions
of 71 men. Fifty-seven of them (80%) had a current sheriff, mayor
or treasurer as their pledge. In a single, anomalous congregation,
however, the fourteenth-century system of sureties and payment
terms resurfaced, and on 15 July 1438 the variety of pledges and
terms paralleled the system in place prior to 1415. Fourteen men
then entered the freedom, and fourteen different individuals served
as their pledges. No pledge was a sitting sheriff, treasurer, or mayor.99
It is unknown why these particular admissions differed so strikingly
from entries recorded at other congregations held around that time.
The 1430s were a contentious decade in Norwich, marked by
contested mayoral elections, popular protests, and a loss of liberties
to the crown.100 Perhaps the differences in pledging reflected tumult
in the city’s guildhall. After the anomalous July 1438 congregation,
97 RCN, i, 107. For additional duties, see the sheriffs’ oath of office, RCN, i, 125-6.
98 NRO, NCR, 8d/10. The sheriffs acted as pledges for 81 men during this time. Nine
more entered the freedom, but as their fees were waived they did not require pledges.
99 NRO, NCR, 16d/1, fol. 9r.
100 McRee, “Peacemaking,” 853-63.
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sheriffs, mayors, and treasurers resumed their activities as pledges
until 1441. From this point, however, the pledging system that
accompanied admissions to Norwich’s freedom vanishes from our
sight and a long hiatus ensues in the assembly proceedings. When the
entries resume in 1452 they contain little information about pledges.
Indeed, only one man appears as a surety between 1452 and 1460:
John Chittok, a draper and citizen of both Norwich and London who
served as a sheriff in 1452 and mayor in both 1457 and 1466.101 While
Chittok may have been a keen supporter of nascent freemen, he may
also have charged for his services as a pledger.102 Beyond Chittok’s
unexplained participation, the assembly proceedings reveal next to
nothing about personal pledging on behalf of Norwich’s freemen
after 1441.103
Although the practice of pledging for Norwich freemen was instituted
by the early fourteenth century to ensure freemen’s payment of
entry fines, the pledges themselves became part of the semi-public
ritual and ensuing public memory that surrounded most admissions.
Barbara Hanawalt’s observations about civic rituals and ceremonies
in London – that they were used to create “power relationships” and
impart “lessons in civility and expected civic behavior” – apply to
Norwich, as well.104 As Christian Liddy remarks about the oath of
citizenship and its accompanying ceremony, “While it was sworn
to those at the apex of town government, it was taken before an
audience that made the new citizen aware of his membership of
101 Hawes, Index, 36 (Chittok); Dunn, “Trade,” 230.
102 Chittok served as a pledge for at least 28 freemen. For an Exeter example of a professional pledger and broker, see Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, 209.
103 In 1464 the sherman John Berde came before the assembly and stated that he was
unable to pay the 20s that he had pledged for the since-deceased William Passelewe (Padelewe) upon Passelewe’s admission to the freedom. The Assembly agreed that Berde would
pay a reduced fee of 10s. at a rate of 40d. each year for three years; NRO, NCR, 16d/1,
fol. 59v. The assembly proceedings do not note that Padlewe had any pledges when he was
initially admitted; NRO, NCR, 16d/1, fol. 46v.
104 Hanawalt, Ceremony and Civility, 157.
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a larger corporate body.”105 In Norwich the oath-taking occurred
before the civic assembly, in a ritual that distinguished freemen
from the wider body of residents. In the fourteenth century and
early fifteenth century, however, new citizens could and did have
pledges who were not necessarily themselves Norwich freemen.
Entering citizens enjoyed latitude in choosing their guarantors
and, until 1378, in determining their payment terms. This system
brought opportunities for new freemen and their sureties to “solidify
friendships and to enlarge political influence,” as Judith Bennett
observes about pledging in Brigstock.106 While prominent Norwich
citizens often acted multiple times as pledges, a wide range of other
men also performed this service at least once or twice during their
lives. Arrangements became more proscriptive by 1420, and with
few exceptions newcomers to the Norwich freedom no longer had
the leeway of choice that their fourteenth-century counterparts had
enjoyed. This reduction in the number and variety of freemen’s
pledges corresponded to a broader trend within the city. It paralleled
a decrease in freemen’s opportunities to participate in Norwich’s
common assembly, and it coincided with the extension of the power
of the sheriffs. The ritual around entry to the freedom continued to
be emphasized: promises were still made and memories still created
through the ceremony of semi-public oath-taking, but the cast of
characters who acted as pledges shrank after 1415 before eventually
disappearing from the public record.
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